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Indian protagonist, a Jasmine or a middleman seeking a new identity in a new world. Here it is Hannah Easton, a white Puritan woman from Salem, Massachusetts Bay Colony who makes a journey to the exotic Coromandel shores in the late seventeenth century and finally becomes the mistress of an Indian potentate, Raja Jadhav Singh. Hannah, a puritan American woman, visits India along with her husband and discovers true happiness in the company of a Hindu Raja-Jadav Singh and returns home a changed and transformed human being. Thus in the present novel also Mukherjee's focus continue to be on immigrant women and their freedom from relationships to become individuals. However, it differs from
Mukherjee's other works as it has "a wide canvas that sweeps across continents and centuries, cultures and religions. Immigration, exile, alienation and foreign lands have always been the colour of Mukherjee's plate and with The Holder of the World, she uses the familiar tones and shades to create a universe of infinite 149 possibility and eternal time". 3 In a starting commingling of history and imagination, Mukherjee lights up the making and very nature of American consciousness in this novel. The inspiration behind this "fantastic" story was an ordinary incident on an ordinary day. In an interview, Mukherjee recalled.
The novel got started because I was at an auction of Sotheby in New
York… Whatever money my husband and I save is spent on Indian miniature painting and my aesthetics for the novel evolves out of my love for Indian miniature painting. 4 It was here that she saw a miniature titled "A European Women in Aurangzeb's Court". A Caucasian woman stood resplendent in full Moghul dress and Mukherjee " suddenly realized that I was looking at a woman who three hundred years back had taken a lot of risks, had transformed herself".
Earlier it was always the journey from East to West and the accompanying Chamelion-like changes, but now this trip is in the opposite direction.
The novel generated favourable response from the critics all over the world and people acknowledged Mukherjee's skill in blending imaginary creations with historical facts. The New York Times Book Review admired, Middleton, and all travelers to utmost shores'. Here she creatively travels in time and space, past and present, exotic and known and this lends to this novel an extraordinary dimension never seen in her writings before. It is a quest for identity, transformation of protagonist's personality under the stress of the circumstances.
A quick summary of the plot of The Holder of the World indicates to
what extent Mukherjee tried to meet the goals she had for herself. But it is really more accurate to talk about the plots of the novel, for it has a main plot and a subsidiary plot. The subsidiary plot tells the story of Beigh Masters, the novel's narrator. Beigh is a very modern, very sophisticated, 32-year-old woman, making a living as an "asset hunter," which is something of an euphemism for a job that involves ferreting out antiques and art treasures for rich collectors interested in the most elusive, and therefore the most precious, art objects. Beigh has a lover, a brilliant computer scientist named Venn Lyre, 151 whose family came to the United States from South India and settled in the Boston area. Venn works in an MIT lab for "a virtual-reality project"-that is, a project that involves feeding data into a computer to re-create a segment of time that has passed. Specifically, throughout the novel, Venn works to enable time travel Eventually, Gabriel, always irrepressible and basically the type who will not be domesticated, turns pirate and leaves Hannah to fend for herself in India.
Hannah ends up with an Indian lover, a Hindu raja named Jadav Singh. For a while she experiences with the raja the kind of bliss she associates with Rebecca Easton and her Nipmuc Indian lover. But the raja is embroiled in a struggle with the mighty Mughal emperor, and love only makes him an easier prey for the ascetic, driven Aurangzeb. Hannah makes desperate plea to the emperor to desist from destroying the raja and his kingdom. The emperor, predictably, is unmoved, and when Jadav Singh dies, Hannah finds her way back to Salem, where she takes along Pearl, the daughter she has had because of her affair with the raja.
The main plot and the subsidiary plot are linked through Beigh Masters, who in her quest for the Emperor's Tear has come across a series of Mughal miniature paintings in a maritime trade museum in Massachusetts that feature "a yellow-haired woman in diaphanous skirt and veil," who has become legendary as "Salem Bibi" or the mistress from Salem. Beigh, understandably, 153 is intrigued by the presence of a blonde woman from New England in seventeenth-century India, the more so since in one painting of the series the blonde seems to be holding the Emperor's Tear while sharing the canvas with a vanquished raja and a gloomy emperor. Beigh's instinct tells her that Salem
Bibi was Hannah Easton, and so she embarks on two quests: she will not only find out where the Emperor's Tear could have disappeared to but will also reconstruct the sequence of events that transformed Hannah Easton into Salem
Bibi and made her come back to New England after having loved a raja and after having consorted with the mighty Mughal Aurangzeb. Beigh Masters finds herself more drawn, however, to "Hannah Easton Fitch Legge aka the Bibi from Salem" (the name changes, as in Jasmine, are significant 6 than to the story of the diamond-so much so that she "couldn't care less about the Emperor's Tear"
by then (p. 19). From this point on she spends over a year of her life assembling the facts that will enable her to reconstruct the trajectory of Hannah's life and will satisfy her intense desire to know more about the intrepid seventeenthcentury woman who appeared to have led such a fabulous life (p. 30).
It isn't the gem that interests me. It's the inscription and the provenance.
Anything having to do with Mughal India gets my attention. Anything about the Salem Bibi, precious-as-pearl feeds me (p. 5).
Even the bald summary of the two plots of We beat those Asians because our posts are heavy and black and our pothooks contain no jewels. No paintings, no inlays of rubies and pearls.
Our men wore animal skins or jerkins of crude muslin and our women's 158 virtue was geared by bonnets and capes and full skirts. Those Indian guys wore earrings and dresses and necklaces. When they ran out of space on their bodies they punched holes in their wives' noses to hang more gold and pearl chains. Then they bored holes in their wives ears to show off more junk, they crammed gold bracelets all the way up to their elbows so their arms were too heavy to lift, and they slipped new rings on their toes and thumbs so they could barely walk or make a fist (pp. 12-13).
Beigh Masters hunts for every minute detail about Hannah and she knows 'traces of Salem Bibi pop up from time to time in inaccessible and improbable little museums like this one. They get auctioned, and sold to anonymous buyers. I believe I know her identity, and the anonymous donor' (p. 14). She is an ardent researcher, full of vigour, bubbling with confidence and having faith in her sincerity to achieve her goal. She dilates on her personality and the mental make-up at this juncture:
There is surely one moment in every life when hope surprises us like grace, and when love, or at least it promise, landscapes the jungle into
She is confident of finding this Eden, passing through the jungle like obscure museums and auctions around the world. On September 29, 1671 Hannah turned a year old and first toddled far enough away by herself to be brought back by a Solicitous Nipmuc.
On that very day Edward Easton died of a bee sting while savouring the poetic paradox in an imported, treasured copy of Paradise Lost and the physical paradox of constipation's painful pleasures in his outdoor privy.
Hanna lost her mother Rebecca a twenty-two-year-old widow when the Nipmuc laid siege to Brookfield in the month of August in 1675.
Rebecca loved to sing. The little daughter had a disturbing memory of her mother which haunted her wherever she went. Her mother had deserted her in a Brookfield forest to run away with her American-Indian lover. Hannah knew that "It is necessary not only to retain the memory of her beloved, absent mother, but to deny its final blinding, lustful image. Beigh tells us, for example, that she has come to a meaningful affair, as
Hannah did with the raja, circuitously, for she went through "ten years of bobbing in the tangle and clutter of semiserious relationships" (p. 34) before she met Venn. Indeed, Beigh lets us know that her quest for Hannah is also a "kind of love song" to Venn; in piecing together the fragments that she has found of Hannah's relationship with an Indian ruler, Beigh makes us aware that she is trying to consolidate her own relationship with Venn by going to his roots to bring out "the part of him" that she "can't reach" and by exposing to him "the parts of me he's afraid to ask about" (p. 60).
In making sense of Hannah's life, Beigh is striving to make sense of her own life. Beigh is striving to make sense of her own life. Beigh's work on
Hannah teachers her among other thing, to go beyond her "cynical self," her "well trained feminist self," and to be aware of "multiple contingencies" in life.
Even as a modern woman, Beigh can learn to value what she thinks impelled
Hannah to accompany Gabriel to India: "Her curiosity, the awakening of her 165 mind and her own sense of self and purpose" (p. 89). Re-constituting Hannah's life with Venn's help will, ultimately, be far more than another job done; as she sees it, it will help her and Venn to "predict what will happen to us within our lifetime" (p. 91).
In the course of her search for the hidden life of Salem Bibi, then, Beigh
Masters learns to treasure her relationship with Venn Iyer even more than she had at its beginning. Moreover, she herself is in a sense reconstituted by the search for Hannah and the Emperor's Tear. Clearly, the most valuable lesson she learns from her quest is the subtle relatedness of all people. And just as
Hannah teachers Beigh to savor her cross-cultural connection even more, Venn guides her into a belief in design and a knowledge of "a cosmic energy that quickens and governs the universe " and touches all lives (p.219), something that is and a knowledge of "a cosmic energy that quickens and governs the universe" and touches all lives (219), something that is central to Hindu religious philosophy. It is appropriate, therefore, that it is Venn who is able to take her on his "virtual reality" machine to the climax of her quest: an encounter with Hannah that will also reveal to her what really happened to the emperor intending to give it to her trusted maid-confidante Bhagmati so that she could bury it with her after she had committed suicide to escape a life of capacity with the Mughals. When, however, the virtual-reality machine makes Like Hawthorne's Herter Prynne in finding an outlet for her emotions in her needlework, she is also like Hester in acquiring the skills of a nurse and becoming something of a ministering angel despite the suspicions of her fellow citizens. The Haster Prynne-like ambiguity that Hannah's life is becoming is also shown when she blurts out her sacred letter in a delirium. "I is for 169 Independence" (p.55), she cries out, even though her best friend, Hester
Manning, thinks that her sick friend has in mind her mother's Indian lover.
Hannah's opportunity to leave the secure but stiffing world of the Puritans comes when Gabriel Legge wanders into it. Hannah marries Gabriel Legge, the same man who had been courting her intimate friend Hester
Manning who was found one day dead, fully recognizing the fact that he is untrustworthy. May be she is unconsciously imitating her mother's behaviour - Hannah's acceptance of Gabriel Legge, a man of dubious character raises a lot of questions in the mind of the narrator and at last she comes to the conclusion that unconsciously she imitates her mother by this act :
Why would a self-possessed, intelligent, desirable woman like Hannah Later on the narrator takes recourse to philosophy and rationalizes her act:
We do things when it is our time to do them. They do not occur to us until it is time; they cannot be resisted, once their time has come. It's Hannah's arrival in India in 1965 is set against a period of tumultuous political and economic activity. Here she, as well as, we the readers confront the surly realities of British industrialists in India. "They had not come to India in order to breed and colonize, or even to convert. They were here to plunder, to enrich themselves" (p. 99). But Hanna's primary concern in this new world appears to be 'to peel the superficiality and social grace and dwell beneath it in a quest for a meaningful life. In fact, as soon as she steps on the shores of the Coromandel Coast, she feels an instinctive sense of belonging and decides that she did not "aspire to return to England upon the completion of Garbriel's tour" Of all the qualities I admire in Hannah Easton that make her entirely our contemporary in mood and sensibility, none is more touching to me than the sheer pleasure she took in the world's variety (p. 104).
She knows that she has come half-way round the globe and the life in the Indian sub-continent is entirely different. She cannot use her own western parameters for measuring this world. Her reaction are that of a tourist :
She was, in some original sense of the word (as a linguist is to language), a tourist. She was alert to novelty, but her voyage was mental interior.
Getting there was important, but savoring the comparison with London or Salem, and watching her life being transformed, that was the pleasure. Hannah is stunning creation, a bold mind striving for identity in strange surroundings, a timeless creature trying to survive in a rigid, inexorably defined society. Hawthorne.
